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Abstract: In this study, observation of a Chinese 231 class and student interview 
helped generalize as to why Asian-American students take their 
respective language classes. This, in turn, led to the broader question 
of the importance 2nd-generation Asian-Americans place on language 
retention for future generations. 
In the observation of a Chinese class, the students gave primarily 
positive affirmation of language retention. In the interview of a Chinese-
American student, theinterviewee agreed with the importance of 
language retention. However, all these studies only partly substantiated 
the initial claim; their first motivation was actually that of fulfilling 
academic requirement.
Statistically, conclusions could not be drawn with validity due to lack of 
random measurements and such. In the study, the broadened issue of 
language retention can be generalized in the following manner: that 
Asian-Americans probably view language retention through subsequent 
generations as important. Perhaps a similar view can be extended to 
that of cultural heritage and its importance in maintaining it.
One of the primary detractors in taking a language class is the prospect 
of extreme busywork. To encourage multilingualism, classes should 
focus more on pure learning and lightening coursework and language 
classes/study abroad opportunities should be advertised more. 
Question: What are second-generation Asians' viewpoints on maintaining their 
native languages onto subsequent generations? If third-generation 
language fluency is necessary, why? And how will the native language 
be taught most effectively? (ie: through language schools, going back 
to the native country, etc..) If third-generation language fluency is 
unnecessary, why? Then what part of the native culture should be 
passed down, if any, and why?
An exploration of this 'language' question would demonstrate what 
Asian-Americans at U of I feel about maintaining of ethnic culture. The 
answer may also draw implications over the assimilation of Asian-
Americans: do assimilated vs. identity-strong Asian-Americans feel 
pressure or tolerance toward their children's language fluency? What 
are the gender differences in this issue and what ethnicities feel more 
obligation to pass down language?
Revised question-- Oct. 3, 2007:
What are second-generation Asian-Americans' intentions in taking their 
native Asian country foreign language class? Are the intentions for 
practical reasons (ie: possibly studying abroad, traveling/living in that 
country); for cultural reasons- ie: hoping to maintain language through 
subsequent generations; or simply because the class is a credit-filler? 
Plan: Initial Plan: 
It would be unarguably difficult to conduct a census of all the subjects in 
this research project. Not only would a list of all the students have to be 
collected and interviewed, the purpose- ethnographic research- would 
be violated. In order to operate within the confines of ethnographic 
research, the conclusions/generalizations should be based mainly on 
field study/notes with only a small emphasis on surveying subjects. To 
do that, an observation of typical Asian language classes should be 
conducted. Watching the subjects listen to class lectures could lead to 
certain generalizations: ie: sleeping in class typically has a correlation 
to apathy; note-taking typically has a correlation to care for the class. 





Tuesday, October 9, 2007.
9:00am. 
I decided to skive off of my chem. discussion session for Chinese 241- 
reading and writing. (I’d already previously decided that in the face of 
atomic orbitals, a semester-long project on ethnography weighed a bit  
more) The class was set in the foreign language building in a 
moderately large classroom. I arrived with someone I knew in the class 
(only after she assured me that though the class size was about 18-20 
people, the lack of closeness/interaction would make me look like 
someone who just never came) at around 8:55. 
At 9:00, the bell rang, and there were still only about 12 people sitting 
there. More people came as time went on. About four came in at once 
around 9:05, when the professor- a Chinese man about the age of 30- 
had already dove straight into the lecture. (The four were disconnected- 
they sat in different places). (Also, it was an easy matter of 
distinguishing that alluring Chinese- possibly Beijing?- accent in the 
professor. [everything ends in ‘-er’]) 
But I took my seat- which was an actual, genuine desk, near the right 
side of the room. The ages of the people, according to my friend, were 
varied: most were juniors and sophomores, but there was also a 
smattering of grad. students) Four of them were white while the rest- 
about twelve- were Asian. Among the whites, there were three white 
males and one white female. Among the Asians, there were seven 
Asian females and about nine Asian males. Almost all of the Asians- as 
I could tell- were Asian-American, specifically Chinese/Taiwanese—
based upon English accents and Mandarin/Chinese accents. 
The lecture style of the class was very simple: the professor talked 
mainly in Chinese, writing characters on the board so the class could 
jot them down in notebooks. He would occasionally lapse into a lightly 
accented- but perfectly understandable- English for the benefit of the 
white students. 
One Asian male in the corner was reading a newspaper. At about 9:20, 
he fell asleep. But even given the small class size, the professor didn’t 
seem perturbed; he plowed right on. Often, he would ask someone to 
write a particular character on the board, and sometimes- only about 
half the time- people would volunteer. All of the volunteers were Asian. 
The volunteers were the good- old humble Asian types who looked 
reluctant to do so. Out of the about seven to ten times a volunteer went 
up, only one person went up about three times; most volunteered once. 
(so the majority of the class were volunteers) In the case of no 
volunteer, the professor would simply write the character on the board- 
again, unperturbed by lack of volunteers- which was about four times. 
The class continued in this fashion until the bell rang. By that time, 
about three people had dozed off- all of them Asian-American males. (I 
had to look like I was paying attention/taking notes while peeking out at 
the discernible ‘bob’ nap-in-classers get) 
At the end of the class, I was able to ask a few questions to leaving 
people- Asian-Americans, since that was the focus of my project, as 
they left. I was able to catch about four people. To be honest, it was 
slightly awkward: “Hi, I’m ‘X’. I’m doing an ethnography thing for my 
Asian-American studies class. Can you tell me why you’re taking this 
class?” Their answers were matter-of-fact and, on the whole, pretty 
much the same. All of the four people I caught- individually for about 
one minute or so- told me that they took Chinese for credit hours. “Well, 
the thing is- I need a few more credit hours in order to graduate/be 
eligible for a certain requirement and since I already know Chinese, the 
class should be an easy four credit hours.” When I prompted: for ethnic 
interest like passing down Chinese? For economic reasons like 
traveling or working with Chinese? they chose mainly the ethnic 
reason. One said that he took Chinese “to better [him]self.” 
Data 
(interview): 
In all honesty, I wasn’t really looking forward to this interview. 
I’ll admit I’d been decidedly abrupt in asking Christina Chou 
(pseudonym) if she’d answer a few questions- after, of course, I 
assured her that I was really taking an Asian-American Studies 
ethnographic course and wasn’t well, implying anything. She was one 
of the people I’d confronted (or bravely asked) last Thursday about why 
she was taking a native language class. The reason I chose her as a 
subject lay in her answers- in that they seemed the most typifying: 
Oh, yes. Well, I’m taking Chinese because I grew up speaking 
elementary Chinese with my parents, so this class’ll definitely be an 
easy ‘A’ to fulfill upper-level credit hours. And yes- I feel it’s very 
important to pass down the language if I ever have kids. 
But as I said earlier, this was a slightly awkward happening. People 
don’t generally flag down tired students after class and ask about 
personal opinions about language retention. 
Fortunately, though, it became apparent that she was a good choice for 
a subject. After we’d placed a few mugs of soy lattes, muffins, and 
professionalism between the ends of the table and slight personal 
discomfort, I pulled out my list of questions- and of course, the consent 
form. 
In looking at what I’d written down during the approximately-fifteen 
minutes I spent grilling her, I can safely pick up the noticeable 
digression of questions. I definitely deviated from the questions I’d 
originally written down (now that I look at them, I can’t really spot much 
correlation between the individual questions), but I’m rather glad that I 
involuntarily chose to do so. 
The interview began with the first question: so why are you taking this 
class? Since she’d already told me that the class was for credit, she 
began explaining ethnicity motives. Perfect. From here on, the interview 
very much became earnest discussion; she wasn’t the only one sharing 
past experiences. Christina had a Taiwanese father and a Chinese 
mother, who’d both immigrated to the United States in 1978. During her 
(Christina’s) childhood, she’d spoken Chinese with her parents at 
home, but she didn’t attend Chinese school. As is typical, her fluency 
was extremely elementary- and she couldn’t understand movies that 
were dialogued in Mandarin. Now, she slightly regrets not speaking 
more Chinese at home, since ethnicity had become integral in her 
college years. (she was involved in a few of the ethnic programs) 
In terms of Chinese 241 (reading/writing), her original intent was 
simple: to maintain James Scholar status by taking the extra credit 
hours. To get into the class, she’d easily proficiency’d out of the first 
Chinese class (speaking/listening). But as I asked her about current 
thoughts on the class, she noted that her being in the class gave her a 
greater appreciation for her ethnicity (excluding homework). Not only 
did it give her parents greater pleasure in hearing her use noticeably 
better Chinese over the phone, she felt that the ‘ethnic part of [her] was 
being filled.’ I was reminded very much of Slip of the Tongue, a short 
video that features the release of pent-up Asian angry-individualism 
hip-hop stylin’ because of the way that over the years, she’d come very 
much to appreciate her heritage. After prompting, she said that she’d 
thought a bit about children- that she would try to make Chinese School 
a must-have in addition to periodic Taiwan/China trips to ‘get a feel for 
who they really are- even though they’re [her future children] 3rd-
generation Asian-Americans. 
Unfortunately, she had to go to her next class at this point, so we 
quickly packed up and left.
Analysis: Analysis: 
So I was actually wrong. One of the Chinese 241 students was 
Cantonese- which could inevitably mean that a greater percentage of 
students weren’t Chinese. As a result, my initial conclusions (before 
finding out one of the students was Cantonese) - most Chinese/native-
Mandarin take Chinese as an easy credit-filler, and when prompted, 
agree with language class for ethnicity’s sake- could be wrong. (This 
can be attributed to my openly horrible problems in differentiating East-
Asian races) However, certain other points can back the viability of my 
initial conclusion- mainly in that I expected these initial conclusions. 
The reason I’d expected the observations to match my initial 
conclusions owes itself in large part to the readings. But before backing 
the validity of my conclusions, other points should be taken into 
account. Note particularly the general answer of the students when I 
asked them: that language for ethnicity’s sake was mentioned only 
after prompting. So what does this mean? And what was the initial 
response? 
“I’m taking this class because I need a foreign language 
requirement/more credits.” 
This means that the primary incentive in taking this class was for 
graduation requirements. Thus, language for ethnicity’s sake was NOT 
immediately on these students’ minds as they registered for these 
classes. This sentiment slightly agrees with Race, Ethnic Options, and 
Ethnic Binds (pg 88) in that Asian-Americans feel slightly chafed under 
outside notions of being strictly Asian, like it says in the reading. One of 
the memorable examples is that of Chinese New Year- “It’s not as big a 
deal as Americans think it is, at least not in my family…It was just a 
dinner that was fancier than usual” (90). Relating this to my initial 
conclusion, because the FIRST idea- and thus, primary motivation- was 
that of fulfilling credit, it can be suggested that ethnicity remained 
simply as an afterthought motivation to taking the language class. In 
this case, the reply: 
“FOR A FOREIGN LANGUAGE REQUIREMENT/MORE CREDITS… 
oh, and, y’know, preserving ethnic identity ” 
characterizes their sentiment, proving my initial conclusion wrong. 
On the other hand, if these (presumably) Chinese-Americans took this 
class for the other reply: 
“For a foreign language requirement/more credits AND preserving 
ethnic identity” 
my initial conclusion would be correct: that these students’ motivation 
comes from approximately-equal interest in fulfilling graduation 
requirements and ethnic identity. In this case, the statement agrees 
with that of Nostalgia, in which language is depicted as an extremely 
important cultural connection for youth. Thus, these students enroll 
themselves in this course also to connect with ethnic heritage- as was 
learned in Slip of the Tongue, “Ethnicity is not something you can make 
up.” They are, in essence, bolstering their ethnic heritage by enrolling 
themselves in language classes. By doing so, they are creating the 
inevitable hybrid personal culture- a mix of ancestral roots and present 
American nurturing, which is described in Maira’s Identity Dub piece. In 
the piece, a small dance floor is occupied by half-traditionally-garbed 
break dancers and hip-hop styled Indian music. In very much the same 
way, these students, who have been nurtured in America , reach back 
and seek to strengthen cultural ties through native language classes. 
Research 
Proposal: 
November 28, 2007 
AAS Proposal 
Growing up attending all-too-fond Chinese school like most other 
Chinese-Americans like myself was, I’ll admit, a huge pain. Not only did 
classwork itself did it take up four hours on a perfectly good Sunday, 
the homework/studying for tests swallowed an additional four to five 
hours on Saturdays. And there’s always something about “’X’, when 
you’re older, you’ll be grateful you attended Chinese School ” that just 
doesn’t seem to correlate with the long hours. But in retrospect, I’m 
extremely grateful I suffered early on- that yes, ultimately, those long 
hours paid off. Now, for instance, I can fluently communicate with 
relatives. 
In remembering that, I decided to conduct my project on Asian-
Americans’ (specifically Chinese-Americans because the only sample 
was drawn from a Chinese class) views on language retention. 
And surprisingly, there are people out there that are apathetic towards 
their native language; for one, if they stay in the U.S, it’s rather 
unpractical, given the time and money. Also, America has so created in 
itself a mode of assimilation of cultures- as noted by widespread 
inability of German-descendants to speak German, Polish-descendants 
to speak Polish, and so on. Similarly, this assimilation that has 
happened is happening to Asian descendants (Thai). And as a general 
trend, that’s completely normal. Asian descendants may just be 
inherently incorporating more common things like language (English) or 
fashion into their daily lives. Thirdly, Asians may feel embarrassment in 
being so “different” (Pyke and Dang) in comparison to these already-
assimilated Asians. As humans, people inherently seek acceptance, 
and the same must be true of Asians. Unaccepted people for being 
“different” ie: wearing different clothes, having a traditional Chinese 
bowl cut will by this logic attempt to stay away from externally/possibly 
internally displaying culture, and perhaps, language. 
In beginning my approach in the project, I deemed the first reason the 
more viable, because it’s much more likely for college students- 
especially Asian-American college students, who, in large part ‘find 
themselves’ ethnically in college (Espiritu 31-35). As a result of this 
‘finding themselves,’ they are much more likely to approach the 
cultural/language component with much more care for the future. 
Before I launch into what I observed, I’ll concede to the fact that I 
conducted some pretty un-representative sampling. Statistically 
speaking, what I gleaned from my studies is invalid, or even useless. I 
did, after all, plan to generalize for all Asian-Americans, but I only was 
able to get into one Chinese class. Furthermore, it’s likely that Chinese-
Americans who took the class take it because they care about 
language retention. That itself actually negates the interview, which 
was conducted with someone in the class, because students who 
actually take the language classes are much more likely to care about 
language retention than those who don’t. But as it turned out, my 
assumption was proved wrong. But the complexity of the truth- or at 
least, what I believe to be representative of most Asian-Americans in 
taking language studies classes- lies in two underlying reasons: the first 
the more gratifying, short-term one, the other arguably more important, 
long-term one. 
I couldn’t come up with a definitive conclusion after conducting an 
observation in a Chinese class [see observations section] because of 
the somewhat-expected nature of the class. After all, most college 
students fall into the ‘tired’ sentiment at 9:00 in the morning for 
Chinese. It’s unlikely they would have done anything extraordinary that 
would’ve made me immediately point to an interest in language 
retention. Regardless, I diligently paid close attention to the attention of 
specifically the presumably Chinese-American students to see if they 
cared about their grade, and hopefully (I initially thought) language 
retention. In catching some of them after class, I was able to ask them 
if they cared- and they did, after revealing that their primary motive was 
simply for graduation requirements. 
As a general trend, Chinese and other East Asian minorities have 
shown a somewhat greater tendency for language retention across 
generations as compared to the average. Most European ethnic groups 
tend to quickly adopt English as their primary language, and by the 
third generation they speak almost entirely English. In contrast, due to 
the prevalence of independent cultural education facilities, such as 
Chinese Schools, it is common for the children and on occasion even 
grandchildren of immigrants to retain their ancestors' native tongue 
( This is particularly true of minorities in large urban areas, where 
people tend to settle along ethnic lines - leading to the creation of 
'China Towns' or 'Little Italy.' In such communities, where the ancestral 
language typically serves as a primary language among the inhabitants 
- used both in the home and for public exchanges - language retention 
rate is much higher. (Similarly, when a minority family exists in isolation, 
or chooses to mix with other ethnic groups, language retention rates 
can be much lower, as a common tongue is needed for most day-to-
day interactions, even chatting with the neighbors. For convenience's 
sake, this language is almost always English, which, sadly because of 
the monolingual aspect, is becoming the language of choice. For this 
reason, the logical conclusion is that of the gradual diminishing of 
certain languages, Chinese in this case, in the U.S.A. Only care and 
diligence can truly stop it. As was illustrated in Nostalgia, a piece by 
Maira, Indian-American students felt the nostalgia generated by cultural 
customs in dancing or language (Maira 147). Similarly, Chinese-
American students may feel a nostalgia for cultural customs. And the 
college environment, as stated above, is undeniably the perfect 
catalyst. 
For a suggestion for future research projects, more interviews probably 
could be conducted, which probably would have given a more 
representative feel (with the addition of conflicting opinions, most likely) 
for Chinese-Americans. For future questions: 
1. Is there a difference between FOBs’ viewpoints vs. 2nd 
generation or later’s viewpoints on language retention? 
2. What is the reason some Asian-Americans are apathetic 
towards language retention? 
I apologize for the interchanging of Asian-American and Chinese-
American. The original plan was to generalize the Asian-American 
view, but this was not possible, seeing as the only interview came from 
a Chinese-(Taiwanese) American. 
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EUI Links: September 12, 2007
Assignment 1-EUI Links
AAS 346
An Analysis of “Korean-American College Application Process”
In this project done by Jane Lee, former AAS 450 student, she 
examines the influence of: fluency in the Korean language; parents- 
their employment, their English-speaking ability; and their involvement 
in college preparatory (Princeton Review, Kaplan) courses to draw 
generalizations about what Korean-American students face in the 
college applications process. She was able to do so by interviewing two 
students; both were 2nd-generation Korean-Americans. Both students 
were able to speak Korean, albeit their fluencies were about equivalent 
to that of elementary school students. Both students affirmed that their 
parents had little-to-no involvement in their application processes 
because of the language barrier. In college prep, the first attended a 
Princeton Review course while the other borrowed college-prep books. 
The generalization that Jane was able to draw was: Korean-Americans 
typically can do college applications independently (from a parent).
I think that there could be a large measure of inaccuracy in these 
generalizations. First, the basis for her generalizations stemmed from 
the responses from two 2nd generation Korean-Americans. Though 
probably honest responses, the helplessly small sample size may not 
reflect the experiences of MOST Korean-Americans. To do so, Jane 
should probably have randomly selected Korean-Americans from a 
pool or at least tried to randomize whom she interviewed. It is probable 
that these two people were acquaintances or even friends of Jane. By 
selecting them, she shuns the Korean-Americans of other 
cliques/groups from U. of I. As a result, 1st generation Korean-
Americans are unrepresented and the generalizations may be 
inaccurate for U. of I. students as a whole. In fact, it might be that most 
Korean-American students actually receive help from parents, so many 
may feel left out and unrepresented. In addition, her sample size only 
included girls. (Boys can be Korean-American too…) 
But aside from sampling flaws, I find the generalizations to be 
somewhat surprising. I had been pressured constantly by my parents to 
refine my college applications and though I had indeed completed them 
independently, I probably would not have finished so many applications 
without their encouragement. It is also atypical- generally, of course- for 
Asian parents to stand back and allow their children to handle 
something as serious as college applications by themselves. But of 
course, these come from my experiences. Regardless, I still am 
surprised by the reported liberalism of the parents as their children 





Quite interestingly, there isn’t a lot on language retention. 
But seeing as language is very much a component of the cultural 
aspect, I tried looking at some cultural aspects that made up one’s 
identity. One of these was television. As is quite widely known, Korean 
television- especially drama- is especially popular among Korean-
Americans (or the ones I know). In looking at that, I assumed that those 
who watched Korean dramas were fluent enough to understand and 
enjoy these shows. As a stretch, I juxtaposed this view onto my topic: 
that sure, Korean-Americans would, in fact, call for language retention 
to, well, continue enjoying of Korean pop culture for future generations. 
In the one project, Korean American Perceptions of Margaret Cho’s 
Stand-Up Comedy , the authors analyze why certain people enjoy 
watching her comedies while others don’t because of her making fun of 
Korean culture. They realized that people who enjoy watching her did 
because she had the ability to reveal unexplainable things about their 
culture and vice versa for those who didn’t. But the truth about this 
project was this: wasn’t it common sense? Why devote a project to 
something that had such simple results? The project neither disagreed 
nor agreed with mine; in fact, against what I had hoped, it didn’t really 
have much relevance to mine. 
http://www.ideals.uiuc.edu/handle/2142/1790 
Another cultural component of ethnicity is that of food. If people enjoy 
shopping at ethnic grocery stores, it can be reasonably asserted that 
they do enjoy their ethnic background; perhaps they might have an 
interest in passing it down to future generations. I took a look at the 
project “Korean Grocery Stores’ Influence on Korean Americans.” In it, 
the authors attempted to explore the role of grocery stores for those 
who believed strongly in their ethnic heritage vs. those who didn’t. 
Again, the result was somewhat common sense: grocery stores 
represented reaffirmations of ethnicity for those who believed strongly 
in ethnicity and potentially passing it to future generations and the 
opposite- even alienating and denying- those who didn’t care about 
ethnicity. The project overall agreed with mine in that it contrasted 
people who care vs. those who don’t. Similar to questions of language 
retention, those who care about ethnicity will actively continue the 
custom (language/grocery shopping at a specific store), maybe passing 
it to future generations.http://www.ideals.uiuc.edu/handle/2142/1008 
Reflect: The research project was a great experience because I’d never done 
something quite like observing a classroom or even interviewing 
someone- even for academic reasons. And although I never operated 
outside of them, it felt somewhat confining to follow the EUI rules; I 
couldn’t travel off campus or interview any non-students(?) But that’s 
the reality; in the real world, ethnography is probably operated under 
with much more stringent rules, with people probably clamoring to sue 
if something is reported wrong. Apart from feeling a little confined from 
the rules, I have a mixed feeling about my research project. Though I 
finished it, I feel dissatisfied about my results; time restrictions, heavy 
workloads, and-more likely- laziness, allowed only one interview and 
one observation. The results, therefore, weren’t very conclusive. But 
the overall gist is there- and it’s something I definitely agree with: that 
Chinese-Americans (I had to limit Asian Americans to Chinese-
Americans due to the limited field studies) do care long-term about 
language retention. However, that’s somewhat common sense and 




I’d first like to preface my recommendation in terms of the goals of the 
project with my personal view. As I mentioned earlier, I feel strongly 
towards maintaining one’s ethnic language- and consequently, the 
culture itself- through subsequent generations. I think that although it’s 
successful, the United States has a general trend towards 
monolingualism: one would be hard-pressed to find a third-generation 
German or Swiss descendent fluent in German or Swiss, respectively. 
But as I examine the exponential rise of other nations such as Korea 
and Japan (which are pretty much already established), China, and 
India, I can see that bilingualism has a correlation with the growing 
prominence of such countries. Although it’s somewhat of a stretch, 
there was a correlation between the cultural (and consequently, 
linguistic) diversity that existed in industrializing America and the level 
of relative prosperity it enjoys today. In connecting this with the overall 
‘youth’ theme in AAS 346, I’d say that youth today are reaping the 
benefits of the cultural diversity of the past- and are getting lazy, as 
evidenced by the huge monolingualism evident in 3rd or later 
generations of youth. Thus, I’d very much encourage the supplement of 
another language- probably Chinese or Spanish- into even the 
elementary life of youth. In terms of the university, I’ve heard that 
language classes are burdensome because of the busy work, so I 
would encourage a re-focus upon pure learning through lightening of 
workload and greater emphasis on speaking/reading/writing in students 
in order to truly make people more interested in language. I’d also favor 
the promotion of ‘study abroad’ programs in order to help develop 
cultural awareness in all students. 
